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This paper focuses on fostering learner autonomy through peer-monitoring in English Discussion 
Class (EDC) lessons. The literature regarding autonomy, control and trust in the language 
classroom is examined. It also explores how learner identity shapes the way peer-monitoring can 
be effective in empowering learners in a safe environment with teacher support. An example of 
the preparation and procedure for the peer-monitoring activity in EDC lessons is explained, as 
well as the benefits of giving more responsibility to students through tasks traditionally held by 
the teacher. Additionally, variations to this activity are presented. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Fostering learner autonomy is a way to further empower learners. This can be done by having 
instructors place more trust and ultimately more control with their students through classroom 
activities. EDC is a required course for first year students at Rikkyo University which aims to 
develop students’ English skills as they exchange their opinions about various topics through a 
balanced and interactive discussion in groups of four (Hurling, 2012). Given EDC’s small class 
size of typically eight students, there is more opportunity for instructor-support during autonomy-
fostering activities making it potentially easier to build trust between the instructor and the 
students. An activity which develops learner autonomy is peer-monitoring. Using peer-monitoring 
in EDC lessons allows the students to provide feedback to their classmates and gain more 
awareness of the course’s grading criteria. I heard from some peers in the Japanese educational 
system they believe that Japanese learners cannot be as autonomous as other countries’ learners. I 
disagree with this claim and instead maintain that though Japanese students rarely have the chance 
to act autonomously in the classroom; it does not mean that they cannot be autonomous.  
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Autonomy can be viewed in relation to control, trust and learner identity in order to successfully 
foster it in the classroom. Benson (2011) defines autonomy as the learner’s capacity to take control 
over their learning. Ways to foster autonomy can be done using various approaches by focusing 
on resources, technology, curricula, learners, classrooms and teachers. Classroom-based 
approaches give students opportunities for peer teaching and self-assessment. Teachers are central 
in creating a safe environment and providing support so that students can have more charge over 
their learning. Benson (2011) also suggests that teachers should be flexible and give some control 
over to learners; in addition to being willing to act as facilitators who provide opportunities to 
increase learner autonomy. For the activity of peer-monitoring because the students take on the 
task of providing feedback to their classmates, the teacher gives the students more responsibility 
and plays a less active role.  
 To foster autonomy, control and trust must be considered. If teachers are to relinquish some 
of their control in the classroom to students, trust must be present between the teacher and learners. 
Benson (2011) stresses that teachers themselves must also feel autonomous to properly foster 
autonomy for the leaners. Through my experience, if there is mutual trust present, students may 
be empowered to try new activities such as peer-monitoring, because they know that the instructor 
believes in their abilities and is also willing to support them if they need assistance. Candlin and 
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Crichton (2013) write that language learning cannot be solely viewed as developing a skill but as 
“a complex social practice, closely related to how we define and place our trust in particular learner 
identities” (p. 82). They also emphasize that if the learner does not sense there is trust in the 
classroom they may be hesitant to act more autonomously. The instructor must exhibit patience 
and support as the students adjust to the responsibility of activities like peer-monitoring. I feel that 
the teacher’s reactions and attitude will significantly affect the students’ performance in the 
learning environment, as well as students’ sense of trust. 
 The cultural backgrounds and worldviews of students and teachers are also important when 
establishing trust. As Oxford (2011) notes, “Cultural models indicate what or who counts as 
normal, valuable, desirable, and hence powerful in a particular sociocultural setting and what or 
who is understood to be deviant, less valuable, less desirable, and less powerful” (p. 93). As 
teachers are in positions of power, they should be sensitive to how students might view language 
learning and the language they are studying. Oxford (2011) further insists that: “the learners’ 
degree of investment in a second language (L2) is related to their desires and their beliefs about 
themselves and to the sociocultural power relations that either marginalize these learners or 
welcome them” (p. 25). To create a safe classroom where power imbalances can be lessened, 
teachers must gain some awareness of learners’ identity. Referencing Ushioda, Dörnyei and 
Ushioda (2011) state that: “for anyone engaged in learning a language, being a ‘language learner’ 
is likely to be just one aspect of their social identity or sense of self” (pp. 77-78). If teachers are 
to foster autonomy in the classroom they must have awareness about these complex factors as 
learners may not simply see an activity as a way to develop their language skills but something 
much more deeply connected to identity, power, culture and control. Activities that foster 
autonomy may also challenge the learner’s identity as the students may be expected to be more 
active as they take on some of the responsibilities traditionally held by the teacher, such as giving 
feedback. However, if the teacher exhibits patience and a positive attitude about the students’ 
abilities to perform these new tasks, I believe it can drastically improve the students’ confidence 
and success in their ability to act autonomously. In the following section, I will discuss what is 
needed in preparation for one peer-monitoring activity in EDC lessons. 
 
PREPARATION AND MATERIALS  
Preparation 
The first review lesson, EDC’s Lesson 4, is when students do the peer-monitoring activity. In 
advance of this, students need to become familiar with the grading criteria and ways to present 
feedback. The self-check paper criteria (see Appendix A) are the same as that in the Student 
Handbook (Center for English Discussion Class, 2015) and Instructor Handbook (Center for 
English Discussion Class, 2015) for Discussion Test lessons. The criteria are: functions (target 
language), content, communication skills, English language usage and questions (Hurling, 2012). 
These same criteria mirror what the teacher has been using in the previous lessons’ assessments. 
The self-check paper is more student-centered allowing the instructor to share the feedback 
responsibility with their learners. The students begin to use this paper after Lesson 2’s Discussion 
1 (D1) and continue to evaluate their performance after every lesson’s Discussion 2 (D1). 
Accordingly, by Lesson 4 they should be accustomed to evaluating their own performance. Lesson 
4 is also an ideal time to use peer-monitoring because it precedes the first Discussion Test and will 
challenge the students to advance from giving themselves feedback through the use of self-check 
paper to giving another student feedback. In addition to the self-check paper, the instructor should 
use a set style of feedback starting in Lesson 1 to prepare students to give feedback in peer-




“Your good points are...because…Your points to improve are…because…” Hence, this pattern of 
feedback will then not be unfamiliar to the students in the peer-monitoring activity because the 
instructor has been modeling the pattern since Lesson 1.  
 
Materials 
The self-check paper (see Appendix A), Lesson 2 to 4 review list (see Appendix B), Lesson 6 to 8 
review list (see Appendix C), EDC textbook and two timers. 
 
PROCEDURE 
Step 1: Classroom Set-up  
Using the EDC textbook’s review lesson Practice 2, one group of four students (group 1) should 
prepare at their desks for a four-minute discussion using the first two questions in Practice 2. 
Group 1 is given a timer. The other four students (group 2) act as monitors. They should move 
their chairs to sit beside their assigned pair. The monitors prepare by reviewing the self-check 
paper and the handout with lesson two to four’s review list.  
 
Step 2: Practice Discussion for Group 1 
Discussion group 1 sets the timer and starts their four-minute discussion. Monitors need only to 
listen and take notes. Simultaneously, the instructor keeps time with another timer and takes 
memos about the group’s overall performance. 
 
Step 3: Peer-feedback for Group 1 
After the four minutes is up, the monitors have one minute to deliver feedback based on their 
memos, the self-check sheet and the Lesson 2 to 4’s review list feedback prompts. Examples of 
expected feedback are: “Your good points are functions because use used paraphrasing because 
you always said ‘Do you mean’ or ‘In other words’. Your points to improve are communication 
skills because you should give more English reactions like ‘I see.’ or ‘Okay.’ Group 1 members 
listen to their feedback while giving English reactions to listen actively.  
 
Step 4: Teacher- Fronted Feedback for Group 1 
After the monitors have finished giving feedback, the instructor provides brief feedback, using the 
standard format by noting the students’ strengths and weaknesses about their function usage and/or 
their communication skills. These points are written on the whiteboard and then read aloud by the 
students. It is especially useful to focus on the points to improve to heighten group 2’s awareness 
so that they can potentially avoid doing it in their discussion.  
 
Step 5: Group 2 
Then the roles change. Those students who were listening now take part in a discussion as group 
2 using the textbook’s Practice 2’s questions three and four. The students who were discussing 
questions one and two should become monitors and sit beside their corresponding pair. Steps 2 
through to 4 are then repeated as outlined above.  
 
VARIATIONS 
The standard peer-monitoring activity is designed for a class of eight students. However, this 
activity can be adjusted for a class of seven, six, five, four or even three students. The activity can 
also be incorporated into future review lessons. I have observed that the class level does not greatly 
impact the application or success of the activity. Students of higher or lower levels can still use 
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the model provided, as giving feedback is a new task for most. Nonetheless, after doing the activity 
a second time in Lesson 8 and a third time in Lesson 12, most students seemed very comfortable 
with giving feedback to and receiving feedback from their classmates. 
 This activity can be adapted based on the class size or to further challenge the learners. If 
the class sizes have an uneven number of students, seven in this case, for the first four-student 
discussion, the instructor may need to act as a monitor for one student in group 1. Before group 2 
starts their discussion, the instructor should give a more active student two monitors: that student’s 
partner and the student the instructor monitored. Group 2 will then have a three-member 
discussion. Likewise, with five students, this style can also be used. Based on the number of 
students in the group discussion, more or less time may need to be allocated. For instance, if the 
group has three students, then they will have a three-minute discussion but the feedback time will 
still be one minute.  
 To further challenge the students, in Lesson 8 and 12, I asked them to tell their monitors 
one section of the evaluation criteria that they specifically wanted to be monitored in. Using 
Appendix C, students would first make note of the communicative area they aim to improve in, as 
well as their peer’s area during a brief discussion in pairs. Students can also refer to their self-
check paper to see the areas they had graded themselves lower in the previous lessons’ discussions. 
Then after step 2, in step 3 the monitors would provide feedback about their peer’s performance 
of the requested section, in addition to giving extra feedback regarding another section to help 
their peer in the upcoming discussion test. Steps 4 and 5 then follow. This addition can provide 
students with more awareness of their goals and their performance. Also, in Lessons 8 and 12’s 
peer-monitoring activity, the students were allowed to decide which two questions from the 
textbook’s review lesson Practice 2 their group wished to discuss to increase their independence 
and to make more decisions as a group. 
 Another variation is shifting from peer-monitoring in groups to pairs. The positioning 
of the students changes as they are in two groups of four following EDC’s usual style so the pairs 
beside each other will act as monitors and the pairs across will discuss Practice 2’s questions. This 
variation requires that the students are comfortable with the activity so Lesson 8 or 12 is preferable. 
Also, it must be emphasized that this variation is only possible for class sizes of eight, seven, four 
or three students. With seven or three students, the instructor joins in as a participant in the pair 
discussion, monitoring and feedback. The format outlined in steps 2, 3 and 5, with the omission 
of step 4, is used, though the discussion time will change to only two minutes. The placement and 
discussion’s time adjustment reduces the activity’s time. In classes of seven or three, it was 
sometimes challenging for students to give me feedback, so I used that time to highlight the areas 
I thought that I needed to improve in or to directly ask them the sections that they found most 
challenging in the class if time remained after they had finished their feedback. It is important that 
the instructor have more trust in the students’ ability to successfully do the task because it increases 
the learners’ opportunity to act independently. This is especially true if the instructor is acting as 
a participant since the instructor is unable to provide as much support as with the original style or 
give feedback to all the members.  
 
DISCUSSION  
In this section, I discuss the ways learner autonomy and peer-monitoring are connected, as well as 
the effects of the activity on the students’ performance. Also, the limitations of peer monitoring I 
observed and possible ways to correct them are outlined. Prior to the spring semester of my second 
year, I was experimenting with learner autonomy by giving more responsibilities to the students, 




student-centered approach because the feedback was not only teacher-fronted but students also 
shared this responsibly with the instructor. However, I was not telling the reasons for such 
activities to the students, mostly due to my own uncertainty of a concrete plan to give learners’ 
more control in lessons. This seemed to be contrary to fostering learner autonomy because I was 
not sharing the purpose for the activity with them. In the first semester of my second year, I started 
using the word “independence” in the lessons. This is mainly because I thought the concept of 
“independence” would be easier for the students to comprehend than “autonomy”. In every lesson, 
at the start of each class I stressed that the students needed to think about independence, in addition 
to EDC’s goal of 100% English. Students then seemed to understand the purpose for peer-
monitoring more easily which is to increase their independence or autonomy. 
In regards to learner identity, I feel that peer-monitoring can potentially challenge both 
students and instructors as feedback is a duty traditionally held only by the teacher in the classroom. 
Learners also experience a new role or identity because they are undertaking the duties of the 
teacher for this activity. To create an environment to increase autonomy, the instructor must also 
trust that the students can accomplish the task and the students must trust that the instructor has 
prepared them for the task. Since the first semester of my first year at EDC, I have been using 
peer-monitoring as a way to foster learner autonomy. I noted that the majority of students were 
able to give detailed feedback. Also, I have noticed that the students exhibit more autonomy in 
skills such as group decision-making.  As the lessons continued, the students also needed less 
instructor-support and could help each other to problem-solve. It seems that taking on some of the 
teacher’s responsibilities in peer-monitoring gave the students confidence in their ability to act 
more autonomously. When first using this activity, instructors should be aware that students need 
extra time and more instructor-support. Their hesitancy to perform this task should not be 
interpreted as inability. In all of my classes, the students performed peer-monitoring for each 
review lesson and I observed that they became comfortable giving balanced feedback to their 
classmates. It is also possible that the students’ anxiety about the Discussion Tests may have been 
alleviated due to this activity, as one of the peer-monitoring aims was to mimic the conditions of 
a Discussion Test. The students were also expected to incorporate the grading criteria’s language 
into their feedback which gave them increased awareness of the language I used when giving them 
feedback in the lessons, as well as ownership of the criteria because it was not just language 
reserved for the teacher. Sharing the teacher’s duties and language with the students is a way to 
foster learner autonomy in the classroom. 
 Since I have been using peer-monitoring for the past four semesters, a few notable 
limitations have become evident in regards to the quality of student-generated feedback, issues 
with students who are quiet or passive in discussions and the utilization of the peer feedback in 
future discussions. One potential issue is that some students do not take the monitoring activity 
seriously. Some examples of such students’ feedback I have heard are, “Your good points are 
everything. Your points to improve are nothing.” Consequently, in this semester I directly stressed 
the importance of the monitor’s role to help their partner and modeled some examples of good and 
bad feedback before peer-monitoring began. Since I have started to provide examples, I have heard 
fewer students providing inadequate feedback.  
A second limitation is that some students do not participate actively during discussions. 
Quiet or passive students who have not contributed to the peer-monitoring discussion pose a 
challenge to the monitors who are required to give positive feedback. Furthermore, in previous 
lessons it may have been more problematic for the instructor to directly address such issues with 
these students’ performance in group discussions. A way to remedy this is in step 3, by having the 
instructor again emphasize the importance of all students joining the discussions equally, the need 
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for balance and the time-pressure element which is important in the discussions and the tests. 
Usually in future discussions, these passive or quiet students gradually become more involved in 
sharing their ideas as they understand the benefits of their activeness in the lessons.  
 The final limitation is that the feedback may not be utilized by the students. One way is 
to place importance on the feedback and continue to incorporate it into the following discussion 
and lessons. After Lesson 8’s peer-monitoring activity, I reminded the students before the D1 and 
D2 to use the feedback they had received. Also before Lesson 9’s D1, I again made reference to 
the peer-feedback. However, in Lesson 12 I did not consistently ask the students to remember their 
feedback and to utilize it in their discussions. In future lessons, I will request that students make 
note of the feedback on the review handout and then attach it to their textbook so that it can be 
used to help them in their Discussion Tests and in subsequent lessons. These limitations, I believe, 
are minor in comparison to the activity’s benefits in increasing the students’ autonomy and 
equipping them with more awareness of the course’s grading criteria. 
 
CONCLUSION 
In the final Lesson 14, I had all the classes discuss this activity, in addition to other activities that 
were used in the lessons to foster learner autonomy. Later, I informally discussed the activities 
with them, I made note of their comments and also asked them for advice to help make the 
activities better. The student comments I received about peer-monitoring were mainly positive and 
indicated that hearing their classmates’ feedback gave them motivation to help in preparing for the 
discussions and the Discussion Test. One student mentioned that the feedback from their peer-
monitor made them feel happy and confident. Another said that they could know their good points 
and points to improve. One remarked that they could give others feedback and that finding out 
about the weak points was useful. However, some spoke about feeling nervous during the activity, 
and another said the feedback time of one minute was too short. Another student pointed out that 
they forget the feedback in the next lesson. It is important to emphasize that this was the first time 
students were asked to provide instructor-feedback about the class activities, which may have 
influenced their mainly positive remarks. I will continue to make peer-monitoring a component of 
the review lessons with more focus on incorporating peer feedback into the following discussions 
and Discussion Tests. To improve the activity, I plan to elicit more feedback informally from 
students after the activity has ended and later have a questionnaire where they can give written 
feedback about the activity in either English or Japanese. Their comments will be useful, 
especially in relation to the activity’s level of effectiveness in fostering learner autonomy from the 
student’s perspective.  
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 5 = always 4 = often  3 = sometimes 2 = rarely  1 = never 
A. Use of Functions: 5 points maximum 
L2 D1:  D2: L3 D1:  D2: L4 D1:  D2:  L5 D1:  D2: L6 D1:  D2: L7 D1:  D2: 
L8 D1:  D2: L9 D1:  D2: L10 D1:  D2: L11 D1:  D2: L12 D1:  D2: L13 D1:  D2: 
B. Content (Ideas/Comments): 5 points maximum 
L2 D1:  D2: L3 D1:  D2: L4 D1:  D2: L5 D1:  D2: L6 D1:  D2: L7 D1:  D2: 
L8 D1:  D2: L9 D1:  D2: L10 D1:  D2: L11 D1:  D2: L12 D1:  D2: L13 D1:  D2: 
C. Communication (Reactions/Agree/Disagree/Checking Understanding): 5 points maximum 
L2 D1:  D2: L3 D1:  D2: L4 D1:  D2: L5 D1:  D2: L6 D1:  D2: L7 D1:  D2: 
L8 D1:  D2: L9 D1:  D2: L10 D1:  D2: L11 D1:  D2: L12 D1:  D2: L13 D1:  D2: 
D. Questions: 5 points maximum 
L2 D1:  D2: L3 D1:  D2: L4 D1:  D2: L5 D1:  D2: L6 D1:  D2: L7 D1:  D2: 
L8 D1:  D2: L9 D1:  D2: L10 D1:  D2: L11 D1:  D2: L12 D1:  D2: L13 D1:  D2: 
E. Language (English Only): 5 points maximum 
L2 D1:  D2: L3 D1:  D2: L4 D1:  D2: L5 D1:  D2: L6 D1:  D2: L7 D1:  D2: 
L8 D1:  D2: L9 D1:  D2: L10 D1:  D2: L11 D1:  D2: L12 D1:  D2: L13 D1:  D2: 
F. Total of A-E & Goals: 25 points maximum  
L2 D1:  D2: L3 D1:  D2: L4 D1:  D2: L5 D1:  D2: L6 D1:  D2: L7 D1:  D2: 
L3 GOAL: L4 GOAL: DT1 GOAL: L6 GOAL: L7 GOAL: L8 GOAL: 
L8 D1:  D2: L9 D1:  D2: L10 D1:  D2: L11 D1:  D2: L12 D1:  D2: L13 D1:  D2: 
DT2 GOAL: L10 GOAL: L11 GOAL: L12 GOAL: L13 GOAL: DT3 GOAL: 






REVIEW FOR DISCUSSION TEST 1 
CHANGING TOPIC 
Choosing a Topic Closing a Topic 
What shall we discuss first / 
next? 
Is there anything to add? 
Why don’t we discuss 
{TOPIC}? 
So, we agree / disagree about 
{TOPIC}. 
PARAPHRASING 
Paraphrasing Others Paraphrasing Yourself 
Do you mean…? I mean … 
So, in other words…? In other words… 
AGREEING & DISAGREEING 
Agreeing Disagreeing 
I agree with you. I’m sorry, but I disagree. 
I think so, too. I see you point, but… 
I totally agree. I partly agree, but… 
 
Give feedback in English. (People listening to feedback, give English 
reactions.) 
 Your good points are  A  B  C  D  E  because…._____-
_____________ 


















REVIEW FOR DISCUSSION TEST 2 
BALANCING OPINIONS 
Asking Others to Balance 
Opinions 
Balancing Your Opinions 
What are the advantages / 
disadvantages (of...)? 
One advantage / disadvantage 
(of...) is… 
Are there advantages / 
disadvantages (of...)? 
Another advantage / disadvantage 
(of...) is… 
DIFFERENT VIEWPOINTS 
Asking for Different 
Viewpoints 
Different Viewpoints 
How about from {X}’s point of 
view? 
From {X}’s point of view… 
 “From my point of view” = “In my opinion”. This is NOT a different 
viewpoint  
FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS 
Who…? What…? Which…? 






My goal is __________. My partner’s goal is _________. 
You could do your goal  well /  so-so / not well  because /  for 
example…  
For Discussion Test 2, try to use  A  B  C  D  E   because…  
